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(57) Abstract 

A system and nnethod for processing buyer ofTers of products, to diminish the occurrence of simiar. repetitive offers whereby 
buyers "ptngT to determine a confidential floor price for the products. In one embodment, a first offer is received from a buyer, 
the first offer induding a plurality of offer terms each having a respective first value. A second offer is later received from 
the same party, the second offer including generally the same plurality of offer terms each having a respective second value. The 
invention operates to determine for each of the plurality of offer terms a corresponding unacceptable similarity range, and to 
compare the respective first values with the respective second values for each of the offer terms. If the respective first and 
second values for at least of the plurality of offer terms fait within the unacceptable similarity range, a first selected 
process is performed on the second offer. For example, the offer may be rejected, taxed, or othenvise processed so as to 
discourage pinging. If the respective first and second values for the plurality of offer terms fall outside of the unacceptable 
simitartty range, a second selected process is performed on the second offer. For example, the offer may be processed in an 
effort to identify a wiling and able seller, in a conventtonat manner. 

(57) Abr6ge 

L'invenlion conceme un systfeme et un proc§d6 de traitement d'offres cfacheteurs concernant des produits, le syst^me permettant 
de r6duire les cas d'offres similaires et r6p6t6es qui permettent aux acheteurs _d*effectuer un sondage_ pour determiner un prix 
minimal conftdentiel pour ces produits. Dans un mode de r^isation. un acheteur soumet une premiere offre, cette premiere offre 
comprenant plusieurs modality poss^ant chacune une premiere valeur respective. La mdme parte soumet ensuite une deuxi^me 
offre, la deuxi^me offre comprenant g^n^ralement la m6me s^rie de modality poss^ant chacune une deuxi^me valeur respective. 
L'invention permet de d^erminer pour chaque s^e de modsditSs une gamme de similarity inacceptable et de comparer les 
premieres valeurs respectives avec les deuxiemes valeurs respectives de chaque modality Si les premieres et deuxiemes valours 
respectives d'au moins une des series de modalitds se trouve dans la gamme de similarity inacceptable. on soumet la deuxiyme 
offre d un premier traitement 8dlectionn6. Par exemple, Toffre peut dtre rejet^e, assujettie d t'impdt ou soumts d un autre 
traitement de prevention de _sondage_. Si les premieres et deuxiemes valeurs respectives de la s6rie de modalitfe ne se trouvent 
pas dans ta gamme de similarity inacceptatJie, on soumet la deuxi^me offre y un deuM^me traitement s^lectionny. Par exemple, on 
peut traiter foffre pour essayer d'tdentifier de mani^re classique un vendeur sdrleux et habile. 
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(54) Title: METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR DHIUCllNG AND DETERRING THE SUBMISSION OP SIMILAR OFFERS IN A 
(X>MMERCE SYSTEM 

(S7)AbstrKt 

A system and mediod 
for processing buyer affen 
of pnxhida, to diminish die 
ocvuiieiicc of similar, repetitive 
offers whereby buyers "ping" 
to detanntne a confidential 
floor price for die products* Id 
one embodiment, a fiist orfTer 
is received from a buyer, tlio 
first offer indiKiing a ptucality 
of affer terms eadi having a 
respective flnt vahie. A second 
offer is later received ftora tbe 
same party, die sflcond offer 
including gmeraUy die same 
phirality of orfer tenns each 
having a lespectivo second 
value. The invention operates 
to determine fcr each of tlie 
plurality of offer tenns a 
corresponding unaoce p ta b le 
similarity range, and to oompam 
the respective first vahies wi(h 
die respective second vofasea 
for each of the offer tenm. 
Tf the respecthre first and 
second vshies for at least of 

the phiraUiy of offer terms faQ within dkc unacceptable similarity range, a first selected process Is performed on the second oftScr. For 
example, the offer may be rejected, taxed, or otherwice pmcemed so as to discourage pinging. If die lespective first and second vihies for 
die phuafi V of offer terms faU oniside of die unaooepcabU sinulaiity lange, a scoood selected process is performed on dte second offer. 
For example, the offer may be processed in an effort to identify a willing and able seller, in a coovendanal manner. 
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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR DETECTING AND DETERRING THE 
SUBMISSION 
OF SIMILAR OFFERS IN A COMMERCE SYSTEM 

The present application is a continuation-in-part of U.S. Patent 
Application Serial No. 09/705,824 filed December 04, 1998, which is a continuation*in- 
pait of U^. Patent Application Serial No. 08/943,483 Hied October 03, 1997, which is a 
continuation-in-pait of U.S. Patent Application Serial No. 08/923,683 filed September 
04, 1997, which is a continuation-in-pait of U.S. Patent Application Serial No. 
08/889«3]9, filed July 8, 1997. which is a continuation-in-part of U.S. Patent 
Application Serial No. 08/707,600. filed September 4, 1996, oow issued U.S. patent no. 
5.794,207. each of which is incorporated in its entirety by reference herein. 

Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates generally to commerce systems, and more 
particularly to a commerce system that discourages buyers from submitting repetitive 
offers for a product to determine a selling price. 

Background of the Invention 

Most conventional systems for selling products are seller-driven 
commerce systems, wherein a seller establishes conditions, including price, for the sale 
of a product, and bayos detennine whether or not to purchase that product. Examples 
of seller-driven commerce systems include conventional retail systems, bod) in a 
traditional store environment, and in an electronic environment as established on the 
Internet. Amazon.ctmt for example, is representative of a traditional seller-driven 
commerce system, i.e. a bookstore, that has been implemented electronically on the 
Internet. It is the applicant's belief that the vast majority of consumer sales are 
tra ns ac t ed using the seller-driven model. 

A heretofore less conunon method of selling products is buyer-driven 
commerce, where a buyer creates an offer setting the terms and conditions of a potential 
purchase. The buyer offer is made available to many sellers, for example through a 
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paper or electromc *want ad/ and interested sellers may contact the buyer to complete 
the transaction. 

While much infrastructure has long been established to support seller- 
driven conmierce, buyer-driven commerce represents a somewhat newer, lesser used 
5 type of commerce having much less supponing infrastructure. Prior to the existence of 
electioaic networks such as the Internet, and certain business models developed 
thereunder, applicant's believe no cost-effective infrastructure existed for supporting 
buyer-driven conunerce systems. Facilities for supporting seller-driven commerce 
include, for example, highly-effective advenising channels, automated payment 
10 processing systems, established and readily available fuinilment systems, and other 
20 similar facilities for supporting steps of the seller-driven sales process. In contrast, 

many of the analogous facilities necessary to support buyer-driven commerce do not 
exist on the same established, economically feasible and efTeaive scale. 

CommunicatioTU and advertising channels through which buyers may 

25 

15 reach sellers are not, for example, as well established and cfTective as are the 
communications and advertising chaimels available for sellers to reach buyers. 
Similarly, it is typically more difficult and time-consuming for a seller to contact a 
buyer, consummate a transaction, and collect a payment based on a buyer-driven offer, 
than it is for a seller to perform these same functions in a more traditional seller-driven 
20 commerce envirorunent. The development of electronic networks, as well as the 
invention of new commerce models and infrastructures using these networks, have 
moved towards making the process of buyer-driven commerce more practical and 
economically feasible on a large-scale basis. 

Priceline.com Incorporaied of Stamford, CT is a merchant that has 
^ 25 successfully implemented a buyer-driven commerce system for the sale of products such 

as airiine tidcets, hotel accommodations, and automobiles. Priceline.com utilizes a 
Conditional Purchase Offer (CPO) Management System, described in U.S. Patent No. 
5.794,207 and International Application Number PCT/US97/1 5492, that processes 
^ buyer-generated conditional purchase offers (CPOs) received from individual 

30 constmiers. These CPOs contain one or more buyer-defined conditions for the purchase 
of goods or services, at a buyer-defined price. They may be guaranteed by a general 
purpose account, such as a debit or credit card account, thereby providing sellers with a 
mechanism for collecting payments on accepted CPOs. The CPO Management System 

2 
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operates to automatically process CPOs for potential fulfillment by a seller. Automated 
processing systems developed by priceline.com make the buyer-driven commacc 
system cost-cfieclivc on a large scale. The potential to receive customer offers backed 
by credit cards, i.e. "guaranteed demand**, makes the system very effective for scUeis. 
5 If a seller accepts a CPO, the CPO Management System may bind the buyer on behalf 
of the accepting seller, to form a legally binding contract between the parties. 

The CPO Management System thus empowers individual consumers to 
obtain goods and services at their own specified prices. The CPO Management System 
provides numerous commercial advantages to sellers as well. For example, certain 

1 0 features of the system, including anonymity and data security, enable the seller to adjust 
his price and tcnns to meet a consumer offer without publicly undercutting his own 
retail price structure. This enables the seller to identify and accept incremental, price- 
sensitive sales in a manner not typically feasible through a conventional retail process. 

In many implementations of the above-described buyer-driven commerce 

1 5 system, it is important that a seller's lowest price, or floor price, remain a secret from 
the buyer. If the general buyer population discovers the seller's floor price, then there is 
no incentive for any buyer to offex a reasonable price for those products. Every buyer 
will eventually offer only the floor price, the seller*s traditional retail prices and 
distribution channels will be undercut, and that seller may suffer or fail in the 

20 marketplace. Further, public knowledge of a seller's floor price will enable his 
competitors to determine his profit margins on particular goods, providing his 
competitors with an unfair advantage and an opportunity to undercut his position in the 
market 

One problem foreseen by the inventors is the likelihood that buyers 
25 (including competitors) may attempt to determine a seller's fewest price is to *ping' the 
system by submitting repetitive offers to the system with incrementally increasing 
prices. For example, if a buyer beHeves a seller's floor price lo be in the range often to 
fifteen dollars for a particular product, he may submit a first offer at nine dollars. If that 
offer is rejected, he woukl then submit subsequent ofTeis, increasing the offer price 
30 incrementally (for example by one dollar), until an offer is accepted. At that time, the 
buyer knows the seller's lowest price, and may communicate that price to competitors 
and to other potential buyers. 
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The present inventors have thus determined thai, in order for at least 
some methods of buyer-driven commerce to operate successfully, it is necessary to 
develop methods and systems for preventing buyers firom determining lowest available 
seller prices. It is panicularly desirable to prevent buyers from pinging the system to 
n^ake such a determination. 

Summary of the Invention 

A principle object of the present invention is to provide a system and 
method whereby buyer users of a buyer-<irivcn co m merce system are effectively 
discouraged from submitting repetitive offers in an effort to detennine a lowest seller 
price for a particular product. 

In accordance with a first embodiment of the present invention, there is 
provided a system and method of processing offers for the purchase of products, the 
method comprising the steps of: receiving from a party at least first and second offers 
for a product; comparing the first and second offen; and if the first and second offers 
fall within a predetermined range of similarity* then perfonning a first selected process 
on at least one of the first and second offers. 

In accordance with another aspect of the invention, there is provided a 
system and method of processing offers for the purchase of products, the method 
comprising the steps of: receiving from a party a fust offer* the first offer including a 
phirality of offer terms each having a respective first value; receiving from the party a 
second offer, the second offer including the plurality of offi^ terms each having a 
respective second value; determining for each of the plurality of offer tenns a 
corresponding unacceptable similarity lange; comparing the respective fust values with 
the re^>ectivc second values for each of the offer terms; and performing, if the 
respective first and second values for at least one of the plurality of offer terms fall 
within the unacceptable similarity range, a first selected process on the second offer. 

in accordance with yet another embodiment of practicing the invention, 
there is provided a system and method of processing offers for the purchase of products, 
the method comprising the steps of: receiving from a party a first conditional purchase 
offer, the fust conditional purchase offer including a plurality of offer terms each having 
a respective first value; receiving from the party a secorul cotKlitional purchase offer, the 
second conditional purchase offer including the plurality of offer terms each having a 
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respective second value; ihc plural ily of offer terms including a condition, a purchase 
price, a payment identifter, and an authorization to use the payment identifier to pay the 
purchase price; determining for each of the plurality of offer terms an unacceptable 
similarity range; comparing the respective first values with the respective second values 
for each of the o^er terms; if the respective first and second values for at least one of the 
plurality of offer terms fall within the unacceptable similarity range, performing a first 
process on the second offer, and if the respective first and second values for the plurality 
of offer terms do not M\ within the unacceptable siaiilarity range, performing a second 
process on the second offer. 

Brief Description of the Drawine Figures 

These, and other objects, features and advantages of the invention will 
become apparent from a consideration of the detailed description below, in which: 



Fig. 1 is a block diagram of a CPO Management System in accordance with the 
invention; 

Fig. 2 is a block diagram of the central controller of Fig. I; 

Fig. 3 is a table showing the data contents of an exemplary seller database; 

Fig. 4 is a table showing the data contents of an exemplary buyer database: 

Fig. 5 is a table showing the data contents of an exemplary buyer offer 

database; 

Fig. 6A is a table showing the data contents of an exemplary offer similarity 
range database; 

Fig. 6B is a table showing the data contents of an exemplary unacceptable 

similarity mles database; 

Figs. 7A&B together show a flow chart showing an exemplary rules evaluation 
process; and 

Fig. 8 is a flow chart showing an exemplary CPO evaluation process. 



Detailed Description of the Invention 

The present invention has application in the field of buyer-driven 
conunerce, used herein to described methods of commerce wherein buyers assemble and 
submit offers to sellers, the sellers having the opportunity to consider and fill the offer. 
Fulfillment typically occurs after discussions with the buyer, during which payment 
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mechanisms and fulfillment tenns (i.e. delivery) are agreed lu. One traditional method 
of buyer-driven commerce is the *want ad/ which may be implemented today both 
electronically and in paper publications. 

The present invention is operative to discourage buyer efforts to 
5 detemiine confidenlial price floors set by sellers. The invention is particularly eflective 
in discouraging **pinging,'* used herein to describe a method whereby users of a system 
repetitively interact with that system in order to detennine confidendal informadon 
relating to the system. Such interactions can be on a large-scale basis, for example in 
the millions of interactions, in attempts to determine cryptographic protocols. The 
10 present invention is particularly concerned with the submission of repetitive buyer 
20 offers to a buyer-driven commerce system in order to attempt to detennine a 

confidential price floor of a seller. 

An important subset of buyer-driven commerce is the priceliiie.com 
model using conditional purchase offers (CPOs). A conditional purchase offer is a 

25 

1 5 buyer offer that contains at the least a buyer-^ccified condition for the purchase of a 
product, and a buyer-specified price. A conditional purchase order desirably has sane 
financial obligation on the part of the buyer associated with lU for exarr^le a penalty for 
2Q failure to execute on an offer accepted by a seller. A conditional purchase ofTer may 

also be binding, wherein a buyer at the time of offer commits to pay his offer price if a 
20 seller accepts the ofTer. Binding CPOs are typically guaranteed with a financial account 
identifier, for cxan^le a credit or debit card account number. The inclusion of a 
paymem guarantee raises the buyer offer, or demand unit, to the level of **guaranteed 
demand," making the offer less risky and hence more cost-effective for a seller to 
consider. 

25 Other features that are applicable to the CPO model iiKlude the provision 

of anonymity to a seller, and the provision of flexible terms and conditions in the 
buyer's CPO. By making the seller's identity anonymous, at least until the seller 
accepts an offer, sellers may participate in the system with a much diminished concern 
45 about undercutting their own retail structure. By requiring the buyer offer to include 

30 flexible terms, terms that may be specified by the seller (i.e. delivery date, quality, brand 
name, etc.), die seller is again given the ability to fill llie offer with lessened concern 
about urulercutting their own retail structure. 
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Referring now to Fig. I, there is shown a buyer offer management system 
100 including a central controller 200 for communicating buyer offers and buyer ofTcr- 
rclatcd information with a plurality of buyers 102A-102N, and communicating buyer 
offer and seller acceptance-related information with a plurality of sellers I06A-I06N. 
Buyer offers and related infomfiation may be communicated by any appropriate means» 
for example, through an electronic network, by telq)hone, or by mail. Buyer offers may 
be received directly torn a buyer, or through an agent 104 on behalf of a buyer, the 
agent shown herein as operating with buyer 102A. 

In the described embodiment, buyers communicate with central 
controller 200 electronically via the Internet, and the central controller in turn 
communicates with sellers through an appropriate electronic data interface. Buyers 
1 02A-102N would thus communicate with central controller 200 using an appropriate 
electronic terminal, for example a personal computer. Sellers 106A-) 06N likewise 
communicate with the central controller 200 through an appropriate computer, for 
example a personal computer, a server, or a main-frame computer. As will be discussed 
further below, selected sellers receive buyer offers directly from central controller 200, 
while other sellers provide agency-based rules for use by the central controller to itself 
evaluate buyer ofifers on behalf of such seUeis. 

With reference now to Fig. 2, central controller 200 is seen to comprise a 
generally conventional computer, including a central processing unit (CPU) 202 
coimected to random access memory 204» road-only memory 206, and a clock 208. 
CPU 202 is further connected to a communications poit 210, such as a modem or a 
network interface, and a storage device 212. Storage device 212 can comprise, for 
example, a conventional combination of magnetic, optical, and/or semiconductor 
memory. 

In accordance with the present inventioti, storage device 2 1 2 is seen to 
include a seller database 300, a buyer database 400, an offer database 500, an offer term 
database 600, and an unacceptable similarity rules database 650, each of which is 
described in further detail below. Storage device 212 further includes sofhvare 
instructions for performing a rules evaluation process 700 and an offer evaluation 
process 800, each of which arc also described in further detail below. CcnU^I controller 
200 further includes tho<;e standard hardwaro and software components necessary to the 
operation of a computer, as are well known to those of ordinary skill in the art. 
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Rercrriiig now to Fig. 3, seller database 300 is seen to include four data 
records, indicated al 300AO00D. Each data record includes four data fields: a seller 
identifier field 302 containing an identifier assigned by central controller 200, a seller 
'0 name field 304 including an alpha-numeric seller name, a sdler contact information 

5 field 306 indicating an address or other method of communicating information with a 
sdler, and a seller agent status field 308 indicating whether the seller has provided rules 
for local evaluation of a buyer offer by the central controller. Examining, for example, 
record 300A. Airline 1 is seen to be associated with identifier 1231 and to have an 
electronic contact address of 'E-ADDRESS^l *. The seller agent status is '^o/* 
10 indicating the seller has not provided rules for local evaluation of buyer offers, and is 
20 thus to have direct access to buyer oilers in the manner described below. In contrast. 

Airline 2 as identified in data record 300B is seen to have provided buyer offer 
evaluation rules, which are available for use at a local database address **DBAS£- 
ADDRESS#2.*' Though not shown, an external contact address or information may also 
IS be provided for Airline 2. 

With reference now to Fig. 4, there is shown buyer database 400 
including two data records 402A, 402B, each including fotn- fields: a buyer identifier 
field 404 including an identifier either generated by central controller 200 or provided 
by a buyer (e.g. a social security number), a financial account identifier field 406 
20 including a financial account identifier such as a credit or debit card nimibcr provided 
by the buyer, a buyer name field 408, and a contact information field 410 including 
^ buyer contact information. Examining, for example, record 402A, buyer Joe Smith is 

seen to have been assigned identifier 4567, to have provided credit card number 1111- 
llll-lllI-lUlasa financial account identifier, and to have an electzonic mail address 
^ 25 of smith@isD.com. 

Referring now to Fig. 5, buyer offer database 500 is seen to include three 
data records 502A-S02C. Each record is seen to include sue data fields: a buyer offer 
identifier field 504 generated by central controller 200, a buyer identifier field 506 
45 which corresponds to the buyer idcnti fier in buyer database 400, a buyer offer 

30 conditions field 508 including conditions specified by the buyer, a price field 5 1 0 
including a buyer*specified price, a submission date/time field 512 including the 
submission date of the buyer offer, and an expiration date/time field 514 including any 
buyer offer expiration date assigned by central controller 200 or by the buyer. 

8 
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Examining, for example, data reconl 502A. buyer offer "P is seen to correspond to 
buyer "4567." The conditions are for an airline ticket: round-trip from New York to Los 
Angeles, leaving on "1/15/98" and reluming on "1/19/98 " The buyer-specified offer 
^0 price is **$200/' the date of submission of the buyer offer is "1/1/98." and the expiration 

5 date is "1/14/98.** It is to be noted that data record 502B includes a second offer by the 
same buyer, this second offer having a changed departure date, price, and expiration 
date. 

With reference now to Fig. 6A, offer term database 600 stores 
unacceptable similarity ranges for selected offer termsy and is seen to include five 
10 records 602A-602E. each including three fields: an identifier field 603 constituting an 
20 index assigned by the system, a buyer offer cfaaraclenstic field 604 including data 

identifying a buyer offer term, and a term similarity range field 606 containing a range 
for the corresponding tenn within which similar buyer offers may, in accordance with 
the rules described below, be rejected or differently processed. Examining, for example. 

25 

1 5 data record 602 A, it is seea that identifier "00 1 ** indexes buyer offer dates (field 604) 
submitted within two days of one-another (field 606). 

Referring now to Fig. 6B. uiiaccq)table similarity rules database 650 
2Q identifies selected combinations of term similarity ranges from database 600 which 

together are used to identify types of buyer offers which are to be rejected or otherwise 
20 differently processed. Database 650 is seen to include four records, 652A-D, each 
including two fields: a rule identifier field 654 constituting a rule number assigned by 
the system, and a term similarity range identifiers field 656 identifying, in Boolean logic 
foimat, what combination of term similarity ranges from field 606 of database 600 
comprise an unacceptable buyer offer. That is, term similarity range identifiers 656 are 
^ 25 used, in accordance with the processes set out and described below, to identify those 

buyer offers v^'ch are similar in nature and thus are likely to be operative to ping the 
system to identify price floors, so that such similar offers can be rejected or otherwise 
separately processed. 

^ Examining in detai 1 the rules set out in database 650, the ndes identified 

30 m record 652A for identifier 001 are seen to identify a Boolean combination of terms 
from database 600. More specifically, the similarity range identifiers in this first rule 
are seen to identify the following combination of fields: 602C (and) 602B (and) 602E as 
constituting an unacceptable offer. Considering the corresponding term similarity range 
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information from database 600, rule '"OOP is seen to identify offers that have: identical 
buyer identifiers (and) offers within $50.00 of onc-another, (and) the same city pair. 
The remaining rules from database 650 are similarly examined in Table 1 below. 



Unacceptable 
Rule Identifier 


Term Similarity Range Identifiers 


002 


identical payment identifiers (and) prices within S50.00 (and) 
same city 


()03 


(identical buyer identifiers (or) identical payment identifiers) 
(and) (same city pairs (and) offers received within two days of 
one-another) 


004 


(identical buyer identiOeis (or) identical pa>'ment identifiers) 
(and) (offer prices within $50.00 (and) same city pairs) 



TABLE 1 

For purposes of illustratioa and explanation, other combinations of offer 
terms that may identify system pings inchide, without limitation, two offers that are 
unacceptably similar in the range of: 1 ) dates and offer prices, 2) for an airiine ticket, 
dates and itineraries, 3) for consumer products, offer prices and product specificaticois, 
4) for consumer products, offer prices and brand specifications, 5) for hotel room 
accommodations, dates and locations, 6) for hotel room accommodations, locations and 
offer prices, 7) for financial products, financial terms and offer prices, 8) for airline 
tickets, date, itinerary and offer price, 9) for hotels, date, location, and offer price, 10) 
for hotels, date, location, offer price, and hotel rating, etc. It will be apparent to those 
skilled in the ait that many different combinatioos of terms may be identified which 
would indicate that two related offers are functional to detcnninc a confidential price 
floor, and i^n the occurrence of unacceptably similar ranges for those terms, the 
second offer should be processed by an alternative process. 

Referring now to Fig. 7A, a process 700 for utilising the similarity rules 
in database 650 to determine how to process a buyer offer is shown, the first step 702 
comprising receiving a buyer offer for processing. A;; described with re5q)ect to Fig 1 , 
in the present embodiment, the buyer offer is received into central controller 200 
Through an Internet communication. The buyer offer may include, for example, product 
specifications, fulfillment terms and conditions, and/or an offer price. It will be 
understood that the content of the buyer offer is particularly relevant to the present 
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invention in its relation to previously submiued offers, more so than to the absolute 
contents of a particular ofTcr. It will be further understood thai, in the described 
cmbodimenu ii is a rule requirement that compared offers arc by the same buyer. As 
described above, this same buyer requirement is rK>t necessary to all applications of the 
5 present invention. 

The information contained in the received buyer offer is used to create a 
buyer record in buyer database 400 (step 704) and an offer record in offer database 500 
(step 706). A search is then made of die buyer and offer databases to determine if a 
previous offer has been received &om the same buyer (step 708). 
10 It will be understood that one purpose of the present invention is to 

20 prevent pinging by a buyer(s) to detcmrune a seller price floor. Accordiagly, the terms 

•*buyer/* and/or "pany/* and/or equivalents, when used to refer to an entity capable of 
pinging the system to determine pricing information, may be identified in many 
different ways, including: the same (or a recognizably similar variation of) a: name, 

25 

15 address, financial account identifier, telephone ntimber, and/or geographic location (as 
may be determined, for example, by a global positioning system, telephone number, zip 
code, or the like). Other criteria for detenTuning the existence of the "same"* buyer may 
2Q include the existence of a central controller-placed *cookie' on a buyer's computer, and 

in appropriate circumstances similar offer terms and conditions such as product 
20 amenities, dates of offers, and/or price. Again, it will be understood that for the purpose 
of the present invention, a 'l3uyer^ is an entity who might repetitively ping central 
controller 200 to determine a floor price. 

Many other criteria will be apparent to those skilled in the ait by which 
such a buyer may be identified. It wiU be seen that, for purposes of illustration and 
25 explanation, two *'same buyer^ identifiers are set out in database 600: the same buyer 
identifier in field 602C, which may comprise, for example, the same buyer name or 
same buyer account identifier, and the same payment identifier as i»ct out in field 602O, 
for example the same credit card account number. 
^ If no previous offer has been received firom the same buyer (step 7 1 0), 

30 the buyer offer is processed conventicmally according to the steps set out in Fig. 8, 
described below (step 712). 

If a previous offer has been received from the same buyer (step 710), 
then the rules in the similarity rules database are used to determine if the newly received 
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15 



offer is unaccepiably bimitar in scope lo the prcviout* offer. This process is iniiiaied by 
compariDg the terms of the newly received offer to the terms of the previously received 
offer (step 714). 

With reference now to Fig. 7B, for each offer, the difference between the 
5 cuntnt offer temis (excepting the buyer identiTien, which have been compared above) 
and the previous offer terms is determined (step 716). For ptuposes of explanation, if the 
terms being compared are priee, the monetary difference between the prices of the 
cuiroit and previous ofkis are calculated. If the terms being compared are the buyer- 
requested date of service, the length of time between term dates is calculated. If product 
10 brands are specified, the product brand terms may be compared to determine if the 
20 specified brand has been altered. Appropriate difference ranges are determined for all 

selected offer terms, which may further include: offer dales, product specifications, 
fulfillment temis and conditions, specifications of selected sellers, etc. 

For each buyer offer, the term similarity range identifiers, in Boolean 

25 

15 form, are retrieved from field 656 of database 650, and used to retrieve the 

corresponding term similarity range data from field 606 of database 600 (step 718). 
This retrieved ranee data is used to construct the unacceptable similarity rule for the 
particular offer (step 7 1 9). It will be understood that different unacceptable similariiy 
rules may be used for different business circumstances, dqiending on the particular rule 
20 identifier selected to index a record in database 650. Such decisions are to be 

determiried by the system operator, and may be based on, for example, types of products 
being sold and/or business goals of the system operator and/or sellers. The actual 
difference between the current and previous offer terms are then compared to the 
unaccq>table similarity rule data (step 720). If the actual offer term difference is outside 
25 of the unacceptable similarity rule range (step 722), i.e. the current offer is acceptable 
and not identified as a ping, then the cun'eni buyer offer is processed conventionally 
(step 726). 

If the buyer offer test at step 722 is determined as having an unacceptable 
45 similarity to a previous offer, i.e. the offer term differences fall within the unacceptable 

30 similarity rule, then an altemate process is selected for the current buyer offer (step 
728). In the described embodiment, the altemate process is to reject the cturent offer, 
thereby preventing pinging. It will be understood that other altemate processes may be 
selected which will also prevent or discourage pinging, such as: charging a surcharge to 
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process the current offer, providing a warning to the buyer that this is the last similar 
ofTer thai will be processed, and/or suspending future privilegss of the buyer to use the 
system. Many other methods of processing such an offer while discouraging and 
preventing pinging will now be apparent to those of ordinary skill in the art. 

With reference now to Fig, 8, a conventional process is shown for 
processing buyer offers that do not include unacceptably similar terms as determined by 
the similarity rules process 700 desenbed above. To initiate process 800, a buyer offer 
is identified for conventional processing (step S02). That buyer offer is made available 
to remote sellers (also termed 'broadcast-based* sellers) (step 804) and compared to 
rules provided by rules-based sellers (also termed 'agency-based' sellers) (step 806). 
The step of making such an offer available to remote sellers may include, for example, 
transmitting the offer to the remote sellers electronically or by paper, and/or making the 
offer available for viewing by remote sellers, such as on an Internet website. The step 
of comparing such an offer to rules includes comparing the terms of the offer to rules of 
acceptance provided by a sellei(s) for local processing and acceptance. Such rules^ for 
example, may be collected and stored in a database in central controller 200. 

It is next determined if any seller accepts the buyer offer (step 808). If 
neither of steps 804 or 806 identify an accepting seller, then the buyer is notified with a 
rejection of the offer (step 810), If an acceptance by a seller is identified in step 808, 
then the accepting seller is identified (step 8 12) and provided with the necessary buyer 
dau (step 814). The buyer is likewise notified (step 816) of the acceptance, and 
provided necessary information relating to the seller. 

There has thus been provided a new and improved method and system 
for processing buyer offers in a commerce system, and particularly in a buyer-driven 
commerce system, which discourages and/or prevents buyer pinging (Le. the submission 
of multiple similar offers) to determine a seller floor price. The invention has 
application in buyer-driven commerce systems, and particularly in systems such as those 
provided by priccline.com. The invention is flexible enough to detect many different 
types of potential pinging strategies, and can be implemented so that it does not require 
undue resources. 

While the present invention has been shown ar>d described with respect 
to specific embodiments, it is not thus limited. Numerous modifications, changes and 
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improvements falling within the scope of the invention will occur to those skilled in the 
art. 
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Wliat is claimed is: 

1 . A metliod of processing offers for the purchase of products* comprising 
the steps of: 

receiving from a party at least first and second offers for a product; 

comparing said first and second offers; and 

if said first and second ofifers fall within a predetermined range of 
similarity, then performing a first selected process on at least one of said first and 
second offers. 

2. A method in accordance with claim I and further including the step of, if 
said first and second offers do not fall within a predetermined range of similarity, then 
performing a second selected process on at least one of said first and second offers. 

3. A method in accordance with claim 1 and fiuther including the steps of: 
storing a plurality of similarity rules, each similarity rule containing 

information relating to a particular term of said first and second offers; and 

said comparing step including retrieving and using at least one of said 
plurality of similarity rules to compare said Grst and second offers. 

4. A system for processing offers for the purchase of products, comprising: 
means for recdving from a party at least first and second offers for a 

product; 

means for compaiing said first and second offers; and 

means, if said first aixl second offers fall within a predetermined range of 

similarity, for performing a lirst selected process on at least one of said first and second 

offers. 

5. A system in accordance with claim 4 and further including means, if said 
first and second offers do not fall within a predetermined range of similarity, for 
performing a second selected process on at least or^5 of said first and second offers. 



6. 



A system in accordance with claim 4 and fUrther including: 
15 
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means for storing a plurality of similarity rules, each similarity rule 
containing informaiion relating to a particular tenri of said first and second offers; and 

said comparing means including means for retrieving and using ai least 
one of said plurality of similarity rules to compare said first and second offers. 

7. A system for processing offers for the purchase of products, comprising: 
a processor; 

a memory connected to said processor and storing instructions for 
controlling said processor, said processor operative with said instructions to 

receive from a party at least first and second offers for a product; 
compare said first and second offers; and 

if said first and second offers fall within a predetermined range of 
similarity, then perform a first selected process on at least one of said first and second 
offers. 

8. A system in accordance with claim 7 said processor further operative, if 
said first and second offers do not fall within a predetermined range of similarity, to 
perform a second selected process on at least one of said first and secorKl offers. 

9. A system in accordance with claim 7 wherein: 

said memory further stores a plurality of similarity rules, each similarity 
rule containing information relating to a particular term of said first and second offers; 
and 

said processor fiirther operative to retrieve and use at least one of said 
plurality of similarity rules to compare said first and second offers. 

10. A computer readable medium storing instructions for controlling a 
computer to process offers for the purchase of products, comprising: 

a program instruction for receiving from a party at least first and second 
offers for a product; 

a program instruction for comparing said first and second offers; and 
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a program instruclion fur performint; a Cini scltxled process on at least 
one of said first and second offers if said first and second offers fall within a 
predetermined range of similarity. 



5 11. A method of processing olfers for the purchase of products, comprising 

the steps of: 

receiving from a party a first offer, said first offer including a phiraliiy of 
offer terms each having a respective first value; 

receiving from said party a second offer, said second offer including said 
1 0 plurality of offer terms each having a respective second value; 
20 determining for each of said plurality of offer leims a correspoixiing 

unacceptable similarity range; 

comparing said respective first values with said respective second values 
for each of said offer terms; and 

25 

1 S performing, if said respective first and second values for at least one of 

said plurality of offer terms fall within said imacc^table similarity range, a first 
selected process on said second offer. 

30 

12. A method in accordance with claim 1 1, and further including the step of, 
20 if said respective first and second values for said plurality of offer terms fall outside of 

said unacceptable similarity range, performing a second selected process on said second 
^ offer. 

1 3. A method in accordance with claim 1 2, said determining step including 
^ 25 the st^ofretrieving a stored similarity rule containing an offer term identifier and an 

unacceptable similarity range corresponding to said offer term identifier. 

14. A method in accordance with claim 1 3 wherein said comparing step 

^ includes comparing the respective differences between said first values and said second 

30 values of said offer terms to said imacceptable similarity ranges of said similarity mles. 



15. A method in accordance with claim 1 1 wherein said party is identified by 

at least one characteristic selected from the group comprising a name, a telephone 
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number, a financial account number, a geographic location, an address, and an 
electronic mail address. 

1 6. A method in accordance with claim 1 1 wherein said perfoiming step is 
conditional upon, said respective first and second values for at least two of said plurality 
of offer terms falling within said unacceptable similarity range. 

1 7. A method in accordance with claim 1 6 wherein said plurality of offer 
terms are selected from the group comprising price, date, quantity, quab'ty, brand, and 
product specifications. 

18. A system for processing offers for the purchase of products, comprising: 
a processor; 

a memory connected to said processor and storing instructions for 
controlling said processor, said processor operative with said instructions to 

receive from a party a first offer, said first offer incltiding a 
plurality of offer terms each having a respective first value; 

receive from said pany a second offer, said second offer 
including said plurality of offer terms each having a respective second value; 

determine for each of said plurality of offer terms a 
corresponding unacceptable similarity range; 

compare said respective first values with said respective second 
values for each of said offer temis; and 

perform, if said respective first and second values for at least one 
of said plurality of offer temis fall within said tmacceptable similarity range, a 
first selected process on said second offer. 

1 9. A system in accordance with claim 1 8, said processor further operative, 
if said respective first and second values for said plurality of ofFcr terms fall outside of 
said unacceptable similarity range, to perform a second selected process on said second 
offer. 
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20. A system in accordance wiih clqim 1 9, said processor furttier operative in 
said determining step to retrieve a stored similarity rule containing an ofTertenn 
identifier and an unacceptable similarity range curTei^nding to said offer term 
identifier. 

21. A system in accordance with claim 20 wherein said processor is further 
operative in said comparing step to compare the respective difTcrences between said first 
values and said second values of said offer terms to said unacceptable similarity ranges 
of said similarity roles. 

22. A system in accordance with claim 1 S wherein said party is identified by 
at least one characteristic selected from the group comprising a name, a telephone 
number, a fmancial account number, a geographic location, an address, and an 
electronic mail address. 

23. A system in accordance with claim 1 8 wherein said performing operation 
is conditional upon said respective first and second values for at least two of said 
plurality of offer terms falling within said unacceptable similarity range. 

24. A system in accordance with claim 23 wherein said plurality of otfer 
terms are selected from the group comprising price, date, quantity, quality, brand, and 
product specifications. 

25. A system for processing offcTS for the purchase of products, comprising: 
means for receiving from a party a first offer, said fint offer including a 

plurality of offer terms each having a respective first value; 

means for receiving from said party a second offer, said second offer 
including said phirahty of offer terms each having a respective second value; 

means for determining for each of said plurality of offer terms a 
corresponding imacceptable similarity range; 

means for comparing said respective first values with said respective 
second values for each of said offer terms; and 
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means for performing, if said respective first and second values for at 
least one of said plurality of offer terms fall within said unacceptable similarity range, a 
first selected process on said second offer. 

26. A computer readable medium staring instrucdons for controlling a 
computer to process offers for the purchase of products, comprising: 

a program instruction for receiving from a party a first offer, said 
first offer including a plurality of offer terms each having a respecdve first 
value; 

a program instruction for receiving firom said party a second 
offer, said second offer including said plurality of offer terms each having a 
respective second value; 

a program instrucdon for determining for each of said plurality 
of offer terms a corresponding unacceptable similarity range; 

a program instruction for comparing said respective iirst values 
with said respective second values for each of said offer terms; and 

a program instruction for performing, if said respective first and 
second values for at least one of said plurality of offer terms fall widun said 
unacceptable similarity range, a first selected process on said second offer. 

27. A method of processing offers for the purchase of products, comprising 
the steps of: 

receiving from a party a first condidonal purchase offer, said first 
conditional purchase offer including a plurality of offer terms each having a respective 
first value; 

receiving from said party a second conditional purchase offer, said 
second condidonal purchase offer irtchiding said plurality of offer terms each having a 
respective second vahie; 

said plurality of offer terms including a coixiition, a purchase price, a 
payment identifier, and an authorization to use said payment identifier to pay said 
purchase price; 

determining for each of said plurality of offer terms an unacceptable 
similarity range; 
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comparing said respective first values with said respective second values 
for each of said offer terms; 

if said respective first and secoad values for at least one of said plurality 
of offer terms fall within said unacceptable similarity range, performing a first process 
on said second ofTer; and 

if said respective first and second values for said plurality of offer tenns 
do not fall within said unacceptable similarity range, performing a second process on 
said second offer. 

28. The method of claim 27 wherein said step of pcrfomfiing a second 
process comprises transmining said second offer to a plurality of sellers. 

29. The method of claim 27 wherein said step of performing a second 
process comprises querying a database to determine seller information. 

30. The method of claim 27 wherein said step of perfomsing a first process 
comprises rejecting said second offer. 

3 1 . The method of claim 27 wherein said step of perfomaing a first process 
comprises using said payment identifier to charge said party a fee for processing said 
second offer. 

32. A method in accordance with claim 27, said determining step including 
the step of retrieving a stored similarity rule containing an offer term identifier and an 
unacceptable similarity range corresponding to said offer term identifier. 

33- A method in accordance with claim 32 wherein said comparing step 

includes comparing the respective differences benveen said fu^t and second values of 
said offer terms to said unacceptable similarity ranges of said similarity rules. 

34. A method in accordance with c]aim*27 wherein said party is identified by 

at least one characteristic selected from the group comprising a name, a telephone 



21 



wo 00O4843 



PCTAJS99/28658 



number, a financial account number, a geographic location, an address, and an 
electronic mail address. 

35. A method in accordance with claim 27 wherein said step of pcrfonning a 
first process is conditional upon said respective first and second values for at least two 
of said plurality of offer terms falling within said unacceptable similarity range. 

36. A method in accordance with claim 35 wherein said plurality of offer 
tenns are selected from the group comprising price, date, quantity, quality, brand, and 
product speciScations. 

37. A system for processing offers for the purchase of products, comprising: 
a processor, 

a memory connected to said processor and storing instructions for 
controlling said processor, said processor operative with said instructions to 

receive from a party a first conditional purchase offer, said first 
conditional purchase offer including a plurality of offer tenns each having a 
respective first value; 

receive from said party a second conditional purchase offer, said 
second conditional purchase offer including said plurality of offer terms each 
having a respective second vahie; 

said plurality of offer terms including a condition, a purchase 
price, a payment identifier, and an authorization to use said payment identifier to 
pay said purchase price; 

determine for each of said plurality of offer terms an 
imacceptable similarity range; 

compare said respective first values with said respective second 
values for each of said offer terms; 

if said respective first and second values for at least one of said 
plurality of offer terms fall within said unacceptable similarity range, perform a 
first process on said second offer; and 
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if said re^fpcciive first aiid second values for said plurality of ofTcr 
terms do not fall within said unacceptable simibriiy range, pcrfonn a second 
process on said second offer. 

5 38. The system of claim 37 wherein said operation of performing a sccorxl 

process comprises transmitting said second offer to a phiratity of sellers. 



39. The system of claim 38 wherein said operation of performing a second 

process comprises querying a database to determine seller information. 

10 

20 40. The system of claim 37 wherein said operation of pcrfonning a first 

process comprises rejecting said second offer. 



4 1 . The system of claim 37 wherein said operation of performing a first 

15 process comprises using said payment identifier to charge said party a fee for processing 
said second offer. 



20 42. A system in accordance with claim 37, said determining operation 

including the operation of retrieving a stored similarity mlc containing an offer term 
20 identifier and an unacceptable similarity range corresponding to said offer term 
identifier. 



43. A system in accordance with claim 42 wherein said comparing operation 

includes comparing the respective differences between said first and second values of 
25 said offer terms to said imacceptable similarity ranges of said similarity rules. 



44. A system in accordance with claim 37 wherein said party is identified by 

at least one characteristic selected from the group comprising a name, a telephone 
^ number, a financial account number, a geographic location, an address, and an 

30 electronic mail address. 



45. A system in accordance with claim 37 wherein said operation of 

performing a fim process is conditional upon said respective first and second values for 
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ai least two of said plurality of ofTer terms falling within said unaccq>table similarity 
range. 

46. A system in accordance with claim 45 wherein said plurality of offer 
terms are selected from the group comprising price, date, quantity, quality, brand, and 
product specifications. 

47. A system for processing offers for the purchase of products, comprising: 
means for receiving from a pany a first conditional purchase offer, said 

first conditional purchase offer including a plurality of offer terms each having a 
respective first value; 

means for receiving from said party a second conditional purchase offer, 
said second conditional purchase offer including said plurality of offer terms each 
having a respective second value; 

said plurality of offer tenns including a condition, a purchase price, a 
payment identifier, and an authorization to use said payment identifier to pay said 
purchase price; 

means for determining* for each of said plurality of offer temis, an 
unacceptable similarity range; 

means for comparing said respective first values with said respective 
second values for each of said offer terms; 

means for, if said respective first and second values for al least one of 
said plurality of offer terms fell within said unacceptable similarity range, performing a 
first process on said second offer; and 

means for, if said respective first and second values for said plurality of 
offer tenns do not fall within said unacceptable similarity range, performing a second 
process on said second offer. 

48. A computer readable medium storing instructions for controlling a 
computer to process offers for the purchase of product*;, comprising: 

a program instruction for receiving from a party a first conditional 
purchase offer, said first conditional purchase offer including a plurality of offer terms 
each having a respective first value; 
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a program instruction for receiving from ndid party a second Lundiiional 
purchase offer, said second conditional purchase offer including said plurality of offer 
terms each having a respective second value; 

said plurality of offer terms including a condition, a purchase price, a 
5 payraent identifter, and an authorization to use said payment identincr to pay said 
purchase price; 

a piDgrcun instruction for determining for each of said plurality of offer 
terms an unacceptable similarity range; 

a program instruction for comparing said Fe^>cctivc ftrst values with said 
1 0 respective second values for each of said offer terms; 

a program instruction for, if said respective fiisl and second values for at 
least one of said plurality of offer terms fall within said unacceptable similarity range, 
performing a first process on said second offer; and 

a program instruction for, if said respective first and second values for 
1 5 said plurality of offer terms do not fall within said unacceptable similarity range, 
performing a second process on said second offer. 
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